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" L a  p r i m a v e r a  d e l  I m m i g r a n t e " :  
T h e  I m m i g r a n t  R i g h t s M o v e m e n t  i n  C h i c a g o ,2 0 0 5 - 2 0 0 8
A strong case could be made in arguing that the latest chapter in Chicano and Latino history began on December 16, 2005 when the House of Representatives 
passed the Protection, Anti-Terrorism and Illegal Immigration Act 
(H.R. 4437) by a vote of 239 to 182. Better known as the 
Sensenbrenner Bill, this legislation was the total sum of ten years 
of anti-immigrant discourses, actions, and policies that began in 
California with Proposition 187 in 1994 and spread to the rest of 
the country, especially after 9/11.
Put forward by opportunist politicians for whom anti­
immigrant policies were vote-getters, the Sensenbrenner Bill was 
going to be the “final solution” to the “illegal alien problem,” 
which, as we know, is the code for “the Mexican/Latino problem.” 
If it had become the law of the land, it would have been the 
harshest immigration legislation in U.S. history, mainly because it 
criminalized the undocumented and those who aided them.
What was intended to be the last nail on the “illegal alien”
coffin instead generated a political blowback-it set in motion 
mass protests on a scale which had no parallel in American 
history For those who protested, they imagined a dangerous 
future that involved mass incarcerations and forced removals of 
millions of people, a living nightmare reminiscent of the movie 
Children of Men.
What began in Chicago on March 10, 2006 became 
contagious, spreading to the rest of the country at a speed that 
caught all by surprise. The battle to defend the undocumented 
had moved from the halls of power into the streets where 
millions of people marched in towns, cities, and suburbs during 
“La Primavera del Inmigrante,” the three months that shook the 
country With activities taking place in 70 locations, May 1 came 
to be known as “A Day without Immigrants” “A Day without 
Latinos” and “The Great American Boycott.” Along with their 
supporters, immigrants rescued May Day (the international 
working class day) from historical amnesia and redeemed the
n a t i o n a l  l a b e l  i n c l u d e s  a l l  L a t i n o s  g i v e n  t h a t  n a t i v i s t s  d o  n o t  
b o t h e r  t o  m a k e  a n y  d i s t i n c t i o n s ) ”  m o r e  t h a n  a n y  o t h e r  
“ f o r e i g n e r . ”  F o r  t h e m ,  t h e  “ M e x i c a n ”  i s  t h e  d o m e s t i c  e n e m y  a n d  
d r a s t i c  m e a s u r e s  a r e  n e e d e d ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  S e n s e n b r e n n e r  B i l l ,  t o  
d e a l  w i t h  t h i s  p r o b l e m .
I n  t h e i r  w a r  a g a i n s t  t h e  “ b r o w n  p e r i l , ”  n a t i v i s t s  h a v e  w a g e d  
a n  a s s a u l t  o n  t w o  f r o n t s .  F i r s t ,  a n d ,  w i t h o u t  m u c h  e f f o r t ,  t h e y  
h a v e  i m p o s e d  t h e i r  a n t i - i m m i g r a n t  a g e n d a  o n  a l l  t h e  R e p u b l i c a n  
P a r t y  p r e s i d e n t i a l  c a n d i d a t e s .  H u c k a b e e ,  R o m n e y ,  G i u l i a n i ,  a n d  
M c C a i n  m a d e  t h e  “ i l l e g a l  a l i e n  p r o b l e m ”  t h e i r  n u m b e r  o n e  
d o m e s t i c  i s s u e  d u r i n g  t h e  R e p u b l i c a n  p r i m a r i e s .  O n c e  r e g a r d e d  
a s  “ m o d e r a t e s ”  o n  i m m i g r a t i o n ,  t h e y  d i d  t h e i r  u t m o s t  t o  o u t - d o  
e a c h  o t h e r  o n  w h o  w a s  t o u g h e s t  o n  “ i l l e g a l  a l i e n s ”  b y  p r e s e n t i n g  
p r o p o s a l s  t h a t  l a r g e l y  r e s e m b l e d  t h e  S e n s e n b r e n n e r  B i l l .  O n  t h e  
o t h e r  h a n d ,  t h e  l e a d i n g  D e m o c r a t i c  P a r t y  c o n t e n d e r s ,  O b a m a  
a n d  C l i n t o n ,  h a v e  n o  h i s t o r y  o f  b e i n g  f r i e n d s  o f  t h e  i m m i g r a n t  
o r  a d v o c a t e s  o f  t h e i r  r i g h t s .  S e c o n d ,  w i t h  t h e  f a i l u r e  o f  t h e  
S e n s e n b r e n n e r  B i l l  i n  b e c o m i n g  t h e  l a w  o f  t h e  l a n d ,  n a t i v i s t s  h a v e  
t i r e l e s s l y  w o r k e d  i n  p r o p o s i n g  h u n d r e d s  o f  a n t i - i m m i g r a n t  l a w s  
a n d  o r d i n a n c e s  a t  t h e  m u n i c i p a l ,  c o u n t y ,  a n d  s t a t e  l e v e l s ,
e s p e c i a l l y  i n  a r e a s  w h e r e  i m m i g r a n t s  a r e  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l l y  
w e a k  a n d  h a v e  f e w  f r i e n d s .
T h e  n a t i v i s t s ’ a s s a u l t  o n  i m m i g r a n t s  i s  j u s t  o n e  s i d e  o f  
t h e  c o i n .  T h e  o t h e r  i s  t h a t  t h e  B u s h  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  i s  u s i n g  
t h e  p o w e r s  o f  t h e  s t a t e  t o  c r e a t e  a n  a t m o s p h e r e  o f  f e a r  
w i t h i n  t h e  i m m i g r a n t  c o m m u n i t y :  f r o m  I C E  ( I m m i g r a t i o n ,  
C u s t o m  a n d  E n f o r c e m e n t )  m u c h  p u b l i c i z e d  a n d  s e l e c t i v e  
r a i d s  a n d  N o  M a t c h  L e t t e r s  ( f r o m  t h e  S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y  
A d m i n i s t r a t i o n )  t o  g r e a t e r  m o b i l i z a t i o n  o f  m a n p o w e r  a n d  
r e s o u r c e s  t o  t h e  b o r d e r .  C o u p l e d  w i t h  t h e  d i v i s i o n s  t h a t  
h a v e  e m e r g e d  w i t h i n  t h e  p r o - i m m i g r a n t  l e a d e r s h i p  o v e r  t h e  
d i f f e r e n t  p o s t - S e n s e n b r e n n e r  l e g i s l a t i v e  p r o p o s a l s ,  t h e  s t a t e ’s  
r e p r e s s i v e  m e a s u r e s  a n d  t h e  n a t i v i s t s ’ a s s a u l t  h a v e  s u c c e e d e d  
i n  d e m o b i l i z i n g  t h e  i m m i g r a n t  r i g h t s ’ m o v e m e n t .
p o l i t i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h i s  d a y  b y  d e c l a r i n g  t h a t  t h e i r  d e m a n d s  
b e l o n g e d  t o  t h e  o v e r a l l  d e m a n d s  o f  t h e  w o r k i n g  c l a s s .
T H E  P O S T - S E N S E N B R E N N E R ’ S  N A T I V I S T S  
R E S P O N S E
A s  w e  k n o w ,  t h e  S e n s e n b r e n n e r  B i l l  d i d  n o t  g o  b e y o n d  t h e  H o u s e  
o f  R e p r e s e n t a t i v e s - i t  w a s  b e a t e n  i n  t h e  s t r e e t s .  G i v e n  t h e  n a t u r e  
o f  t h i s  d e f e a t ,  n a t i v i s t s  l i c k e d  t h e i r  w o u n d s ,  r e g r o u p e d ,  a n d  
w a g e d  a  n e w  a s s a u l t  o n  t h e  u n d o c u m e n t e d  w o r k e r s .  T h e  t i t l e s  o f  
s o m e  o f  t h e i r  b e s t  s e l l i n g  b o o k s  t e l l  u s  m u c h  a b o u t  t h e i r  
t h i n k i n g :  S t a t e  o f  E m e r g e n c y :  T h e  T h i r d  W o r l d  I n v a s i o n  a n d  
C o n q u e s t  o f  A m e r i c a  ( P a t  B u c h a n a n ) ,  I n  M o r t a l  D a n g e r :  T h e  
B a t t l e  f o r  A m e r i c a s  S e c u r i t y  ( T o m  T a n c r e d o ) ,  T h e  I m m i g r a n t  
T h r e a t , I m m i g r a t i o n s  U n a r m e d  I n v a s i o n s ,  A l i e n  N a t i o n ,  a n d  t h e i r  
b e s t  s e l l e r ,  W h o  a r e  W e ?  ( S a m u e l  H u n t i n g t o n ) .
T h e  c o m m o n  t h r e a d  t h a t  t i e s  n a t i v i s t  i n t e l l e c t u a l s ,  
p o l i t i c i a n s ,  a n d  b a s e  i s  t h a t  t h e y  s e e  t h e m s e l v e s  a s  p a t r i o t s  w h o  
a r e  a t  w a r  t o  r e s c u e  t h e  n a t i o n  f r o m  a  m a s s i v e  i m m i g r a n t  
i n v a s i o n .  N a t i v i s t s ,  l i k e  a l l  o t h e r  r i g h t - w i n g  e x t r e m i s t s ,  g e t  t h e i r  
h a t e  f r o m  r e j e c t i o n .  A n d  t h e y  h a t e  a n d  r e j e c t  t h e  “ M e x i c a n  ( t h i s
T H E  S I G N I F I C A N C E  O F  C H I C A G O  T O  
T H E  N A T I O N A L  I M M I G R A N T  R I G H T S ’ 
M O V E M E N T
I n  v i e w  o f  t h e  d e m o b i l i z a t i o n  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  d i s i l l u s i o n ,  
C h i c a g o  o f f e r s  t w o  i m p o r t a n t  l e s s o n s  i n  o u r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  
o f  t h e  p a t h  t h a t  t h e  i m m i g r a n t  r i g h t s ’ m o v e m e n t  h a s  t a k e n  
a n d  t o  h i g h l i g h t  t h e  s t r a t e g i e s  t h a t  h a v e  w o r k e d .  F i r s t ,  i t  h a s  
t h e  l o n g e s t  h i s t o r y  o f  m a s s  m o b i l i z a t i o n  t h a n  a n y  p a r t  o f  
t h e  c o u n t r y ,  b e g i n n i n g  w i t h  t h e  J u l y  1 ,  2 0 0 5  e v e n t  t h a t  
b r o u g h t  o u t  5 0 , 0 0 0  p e o p l e ,  f o l l o w e d  b y  3 5 0 , 0 0 0  w h o  
m a r c h e d  o n  M a r c h  1 0 ,  2 0 0 6  w h i c h  r e p r e s e n t e d  t h e  f i r s t  
m a s s  r e s p o n s e  o p p o s i n g  t h e  S e n s e n b r e n n e r  B i l l .  T h e  
n u m b e r s  o f  p e o p l e  t h a t  c a m e  o u t  s u r p r i s e d  a l l ,  i n c l u d i n g  
t h e  o r g a n i z e r s  w h o  w e r e  e x p e c t i n g  1 0 , 0 0 0  p e o p l e  a t  m o s t .  
U p  t o  t h i s  p o i n t ,  t h i s  w a s  t h e  l a r g e s t  m o b i l i z a t i o n  o f  L a t i n o s  
i n  U . S .  h i s t o r y .  T h e  v i s u a l  i m a g e s  e m a n a t i n g  f r o m  C h i c a g o  
c a p t u r e d  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  o f  t h e  e n t i r e  c o u n t r y ,  s e r v i n g  a s  a  
c a t a l y s t  t h a t  i n c i t e d  n o t  o n l y  L a t i n o s  a n d  i m m i g r a n t  
c o m m u n i t i e s  i n t o  a c t i o n  b u t  o t h e r  p r o g r e s s i v e  f o r c e s  a s  
w e l l .
S o o n  a f t e r ,  C h i c a g o  m a d e  t h e  c a l l  f o r  t h e  M a y  1 
n a t i o n w i d e  m o b i l i z a t i o n ,  c o n s c i o u s l y  s e e k i n g  t o  c o n n e c t  t h e  
I m m i g r a n t  R i g h t s ’ M o v e m e n t  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  t o  t h e  w o r k e r s ’ 
m o v e m e n t  o f  t h e  p a s t .  B y  m a r c h i n g  o n  M a y  D a y  f r o m  
H a y m a r k e t  ( U n i o n  P a r k )  t o  t h e  L o o p ,  t h e  i m m i g r a n t  r i g h t s ’ 
l e a d e r s h i p  c o n s c i o u s l y  s o u g h t  t o  e s t a b l i s h  c o n t i n u i t y  w i t h  
t h e  p a s t  a s  a  m e a n s  o f  l e g i t i m i z i n g  t h e i r  a c t i o n s .  O n  t h a t  d a y
750.000 participated. Around 300,000 marched in last years May 
Day and 50,000 this year. Although less people participated in the 
last two May Day mobilizations than the two mega-marches of 
2006, they were much larger than any mobilization that took place 
in the rest of the country.
Second, it began as a Mexicano/Latino movement but it 
succeeded in becoming by May 1, 2006 a unified and inclusive 
movement across communities, ethnic groups, faiths, and classes. 
In one of those rare moments in U.S. history, people who had 
been divided by class, race, gender, faith, and age have came 
together on May 1 not only in Chicago but in the rest of the 
country. It reveals to all, including those in power, that 
immigrants and allies constituted a force that had never been 
used in past. Besides showing a strength that is real, it also 
demonstrated that it has the possibilities for a new brand of 
politics capable of changing the direction of this country.
It has created the possibilities to re-vitalize a declining labor 
movement, establishing a new working relationship with the 
African American community along a broader civil rights 
movement, and of building transnational ties with progressive 
forces in other countries, especially from those countries where 
immigrants have strong ties. All of these possibilities, and others, 
have come out of movement that seeks to defend the weakest 
sector of American society: the 12 million people living here 
without “papers.”
Even though it has been an inclusive movement, it is
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movement is the Mexicano/Latino community. Although Latinos 
have been residing in Chicago since World War I, they are, 
essentially, a fairly new community. In 1960 Chicago contained
100.000 Latinos, almost evenly distributed between Mexicans and 
Puerto Ricans. From 1970 to 2004, the Latino population of the 
Chicago’s metropolitan area grew from 324,000 to 1,607,000. 
Growing by an average of 50,000 a year since 1990, Latinos are on 
the verge of reaching the 2 million population mark. Close to 
eighty percent of the Latinos in Chicago are Mexicans.
Therefore, the “typical” Mexicano/Latino family in Chicago 
metropolitan area is bi-cultural and bi-national. Bi-cultural 
because 84% of the children under 17 were born in the U.S. 
compared to 35% of the adults. Bi-national because more than 
two-thirds of all Latino children have foreign-born parents. Rare 
is the Latino citizen or permanent resident who does not have 
relatives, friends, and neighbors that do not have documents. 
Given the bi-cultural and bi-national character of the 
Mexicano/Latino community, it is the youth who have been most 
visible at the mobilizations.
In terms of numbers, the mobilization of people reached its 
peak in 2006. The number of participants has dramatically 
dropped since then. With this in mind, political disillusion reigns 
in the ranks of the movement. Political disenchantment is a 
feature shared by almost all mass movements, especially when 
they underestimate the strength of those who oppose them. The 
opponents of the immigrant are well-organized and financed. In 
their war against the “immigrant invasion,” they have direct 
access to politicians and the mass media, the shaper of public 
opinion. They are not going to go away and disappear.
Georges Sorel, the French syndicalist wrote, “Catholics have 
never been discouraged even in the hardest trials, because they 
have always pictured the history of the Church as a series of 
battles between Satan and the hierarchy supported by Christ; 
every new difficulty which arises is only an episode in a war 
which must finally end in the victory of Catholism.” We can 
substitute immigrants for Catholic and nativist for Satan if it
makes it easier to our understanding that the struggle is going to 
be very long.
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